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THE MISSING LINK IN AUSTRALIAN TERTIARY EDUCATION: 
SHORT-CYCLE HIGHER EDUCATION 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
The blurring of the boundary between Australian vocational education and training and 
higher education is leading to a reconsideration of the current structure of Australian tertiary 
education.  This paper starts with the main overlap of the Australian tertiary education 
sectors, diplomas and advanced diplomas.  The ambiguous treatment of these programs and 
Australia’s unusually deep organisational separation of vocational education and training 
and higher education has made it difficult for governments to have an integrated tertiary 
education policy, and it has restricted vocational education and training’s role.  By 
comparing arrangements for the highest sub baccalaureate qualifications in Aotearoa New 
Zealand, North America and the UK, known generically as short-cycle higher education, the 
paper develops some new options for Australia.  The paper concludes by arguing that 
Australia should follow North American and UK examples and decouple the institutional and 
programmatic designations of the sectors to allow vocational education and training 
institutes to offer unambiguously higher education programs. 
 
 
Introduction: the Australian sectoral divide starts to fray 
 
Australian tertiary education has comprised two sectors since the restructuring of higher 
education in 1988: vocational education and training, and higher education.  There is broad 
agreement on the different roles and orientations of these sectors.  As the Commonwealth 
observes in its sixth and final issues paper for its comprehensive review of higher education 
policy, Varieties of learning: the interface between higher education and vocational 
education and training (DEST 2002a, 3) – 
 
For higher education the primary focus is on the pursuit, preservation and 
transmission of knowledge.  While employment-oriented learning outcomes 
are a legitimate concern of higher education, these tend to be more generic 
and generalist in nature, equipping graduates for a range of economic and 
social contributions.  
 
Again, there would be broad agreement with the Australian National Training Authority’s 
submission to the Commonwealth’s review of higher education policy that the overall focus 
of the VET sector is education and training for work (ANTA 2002a, 3).   
 
However, there is also broad agreement on ‘the apparent convergence of purpose and role of 
the higher education and vocational education sectors’ (DEST 2002b, para 9), that ‘the 
boundaries between all sectors of education have become increasingly blurred’ (ANTA 
2002a, 4), that ‘there is an increasing overlap in what each of the educational sectors does’ 
(TDA 2002a, 5) or at least that ‘The line between which occupations require university-based 
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teaching and which do not will continue to shift’ (AVCC 2002, 21).  The distinctions between 
the sectors have been further confused by vocational education and training institutions’ 
growing aspirations to offer the hitherto distinctively higher education qualifications of 
bachelor degrees and graduate certificates and diplomas (ANTA 2002a, 6). 
 
The apparent convergence of the sectors or blurring of the boundaries between the sectors has 
led a number of people to reconsider the current structure of Australian tertiary education.  
This is a very large question involving substantial constitutional, financing and policy issues.  
It is also highly politicised and hard to read or contribute to without engaging sectoral and 
institutional interests.  I therefore seek to limit the issues in dispute in re-examining the 
structure of Australian tertiary education by starting with the main site of ambiguity in the 
sectoral boundaries, diplomas and advanced diplomas. 
 
 
The site of ambiguity: diplomas and advanced diplomas 
 
The Australian qualifications framework groups post compulsory qualifications into three 
sectors: schools, vocational education and training, and higher education.  It groups diplomas 
and advanced diplomas as both vocational education and training and higher education, 
depicting their relationship with other tertiary education qualifications thus. 
 
TABLE 1: AQF’S DEPICTION OF TERTIARY EDUCATION QUALIFICATIONS 
 
Vocational education 
and training 
Higher education 
 Doctorate 
 Masters 
 Graduate diploma 
 Graduate certificate 
 Bachelor 
Advanced diploma Advanced diploma 
Diploma Diploma 
Certificate IV  
Certificate III  
Certificate II  
Certificate I  
 
Source: AQFAB 2002a, table 1 
 
 
The Australian qualifications framework advisory board (AQFAB, 2002a, 1) describes 
diplomas and advanced diplomas as ‘sector-differentiated’ qualifications.  They are located 
ambiguously within Australian tertiary education to buy a peace, however uneasy and 
temporary, in the sectoral contest over the qualifications.   
 
Australian vocational education and training has struggled for authority to offer diplomas and 
advanced diplomas since the sector’s foundation in the late 19th century (Goozee 2001, 7).  In 
1939 subgraduate diplomas and certificates were 15% of all university enrolments (DEET 
1993, 5).  In 1964 the Martin committee on the future of tertiary education in Australia 
recommended the establishment of the advanced education sector of higher education, whose 
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highest and distinctive qualification was to be the diploma.  Universities were enjoined to 
relinquish their diplomas and concentrate on higher level study and research training, which 
was to be their distinctive role (Martin 1964).   
 
Advanced education took responsibility for diplomas not only from universities, but also from 
technical colleges (ACOTAFE 1975, para 5.69; Goozee 2001, 21).  The shift of responsibility 
for diplomas from technical colleges to colleges of advanced education was given 
considerable impetus by the Commonwealth’s decision to fund these programs fully only if 
they were offered in advanced education.  As the Technical and Further Education 
Commission observed at the time (1976, para 5.59), by shifting diploma level programs from 
vocational education and training institutes which were largely funded by the States and 
Territories to colleges of advanced education which were largely funded by the 
Commonwealth, the States and Territories were able to shift costs to the Commonwealth.   
 
By 1977 diplomas were only 3% of university enrolments and were 44.6% of advanced 
education enrolments. 
 
TABLE 2: ENROLMENTS IN DIPLOMA LEVEL COURSES AS A PROPORTION OF ALL ENROLMENTS IN 
TECHNICAL AND FURTHER EDUCATION, COLLEGES OF ADVANCED EDUCATION AND 
UNIVERSITIES, 1977 
 
Vocational education 
and training 
Advanced education Universities 
0.7% 44.6% 3.0% 
 
Source: Williams (1979, 20) table 1.7. 
 
 
However, the Commonwealth continued to fund some diploma level programs offered by 
vocational education and training institutes, and in 1986 the Commonwealth Tertiary 
Education Commission noted that a number of institutes in NSW, Queensland and Victoria 
were offering diplomas (1986, para 6.113). 
 
In 1988 the then Commonwealth minister for employment, education and training John 
Dawkins dismantled the divide between the advanced education and university sectors to 
establish the unified national system of higher education (Dawkins, 1988).  Higher education 
quickly became unified around international university norms, withdrawing from sub 
baccalaureate qualifications such as diplomas and advanced diplomas to redirect energy to 
postgraduate programs, which has had the highest growth rate at least since 1992 (DEST 
2002c, para 1.1).  Following a by now familiar pattern not only in Australia (Goozee, 2001) 
but also at least in Britain (Hyland, 1999), vocational education and training institutes filled 
the gap vacated by universities by offering increasing more associate diplomas, diplomas and 
in time, advanced diplomas. 
 
By the time qualifications were systematised in the Australian qualifications framework in 
1995 responsibility for diplomas and advanced diplomas was shared between higher 
education and vocational education and training.  The framework therefore accurately 
reflected shared sectoral responsibility for diplomas and advanced diplomas at the time it was 
adopted, but since then higher education has continued to withdraw from the qualifications. 
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In 2001 publicly funded vocational education and training had 18,520,000 annual hours at 
Australian qualifications framework advanced diploma level and it had 56,760,000 annual 
hours at AQF diploma level, totalling 75,280,000 annual hours (NCVER 2001, 22).  Annual 
hours may be converted to equivalent fulltime students by dividing by 720 (Williams, 1979, 
55), giving 104,556 equivalent fulltime students at diploma and advanced diploma levels.  
This is almost 20% of total publicly funded vocational education and training load.  By 
contrast in 2001 there were only 6,391 equivalent full time student units enrolled in diploma 
and advanced diploma level courses in higher education institutions, which was only just over 
1% of total load in higher education institutions (DEST 2002d, table 46).  Some 94% of all 
diploma and advanced diploma student load is therefore currently enrolled in vocational 
education and training institutions. 
 
TABLE 3: STUDENT LOAD IN DIPLOMAS AND ADVANCED DIPLOMAS AND AS A PROPORTION 
OF ALL LOAD IN VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING AND HIGHER 
EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS, AUSTRALIA, 2001 
 
Diplomas and advanced 
diplomas 
Vocational education 
and training 
Higher education 
Student load 104,556 efts 6,391 eftsu 
Proportion of all student load 19.9% 1.1% 
 
Sources: National Centre for Vocational Education Research (2001) Australian vocational 
education and training statistics 2001, table 18; Department of Education, Science and 
Training (2002d) Students 2001: Selected higher education statistics, table 46. 
 
Enrolments in vocational education and training’s diploma level programs and above follow 
trends different to those of other vocational education and training programs.  Compared with 
students enrolled in lower level vocational education and training programs, students enrolled 
in diploma level vocational education and training programs and above are more likely to live 
in metropolitan areas, are more likely to be female, are much more likely to be younger, are 
less likely to be of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent, are more likely to come from 
countries of non-English speaking background, come from a much higher average socio-
economic background, are twice as likely to have completed year 12, are more likely to have 
some form of post-secondary education, are four times as likely to study full time, and are 
twice as likely to proceed to higher education (NCVER 2002, 3-13).  Furthermore, many of 
these differences are more accentuated for advanced diplomas than for diplomas.  Students in 
vocational education and training diplomas and advanced diplomas are therefore a different 
group from those enrolled in other vocational education and training programs, and at least in 
some characteristics are closer to higher education students. 
 
Perhaps because diplomas and advanced diplomas are now so closely associated with 
vocational education and training, some Australian higher education institutions have started 
awarding a sub baccalaureate qualification which is relatively new to Australia, the associate 
degree.  In 2001 eight higher education institutions offered associate degrees.  Student load in 
associate degrees is very small, ranging from 24 eftsu to 274 eftsu in each institution, with an 
average of 142 eftsu in the 8 institutions that offer the qualification.  Total load in associate 
degrees was 1,133 eftsu in 2001, which is only 0.2% of total higher education student load, 
and 4% less than in 2000 (DEST 2002d, table 46).  This is too small to worry about.  Public 
higher education institutions are advocating a position on associate degrees for symbolic 
rather than substantive interest. 
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It will be noted that associate degrees are not included in the Australian qualifications 
framework.  This does not concern universities since as self accrediting institutions they are 
not bound by the qualifications framework.  But it does concern non university providers 
which are normally but not necessarily restricted by their State and Territory approval bodies 
to seeking authority to award qualifications listed in the Australian qualifications framework.  
They have therefore sought to have associate degrees included in the framework.  This 
otherwise relatively straightforward issue has quickly engaged the institutional and sectoral 
interests that hitherto underlay the contest over diplomas and advanced diplomas.  It has been 
further complicated by the engagement of the interests of private tertiary education providers 
which have been promoted by the conservative federal government since 1996.   
 
Different interests are served by different constructions of the associate degree and by its 
different location within the qualifications framework.  There is therefore no agreed concept 
of an associate degree nor agreed proposal for its location within the framework, making the 
review of the possible inclusion of an associate degree in the Australian qualifications 
framework long, complex and disputed (Allen & Gientzotis 2002).  The broad agreement on 
the different roles and orientations of the vocational education and training and higher 
education sectors is not adequate to settle the issue.  In contrast, the nature, location and 
responsibility for sub baccalaureate qualifications is settled in many overseas jurisdictions, 
which serve as useful examples if not models for Australia. 
 
 
Some overseas comparisons: cross sectoral enrolments 
 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s Education Act 1989 establishes conceptually distinct roles for the 
country’s eight universities as the main and senior higher education institutions, 21 
polytechnics as vocational education and training institutions but with a substantial role in 
higher education, four colleges of advanced education as providers of teacher education but 
which more recently have broadened their offerings into other areas such as social work, three 
Wānanga as providers of advanced study and research where āhuatanga Māori (Māori 
tradition) and tikanga Māori (Māori custom) are an integral part of the program, and several 
hundred private training establishments which offer mainly sub baccalaureate diplomas and 
certificates (Ministry of Education 2001, 34-5).   
 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s universities are self-accrediting and the New Zealand Qualifications 
Authority has delegated their quality assurance to the New Zealand Vice Chancellors’ 
Committee.  The New Zealand Qualifications Authority has delegated to the Association of 
Polytechnics in New Zealand and to the Association of Colleges of Education in New Zealand 
authority to approve and accredit all non-degree programs including diplomas offered by their 
member institutions (Ministry of Education 2001, 47).   
 
The highest sub baccalaureate tertiary qualification in Aotearoa New Zealand is the diploma, 
which is offered by all tertiary providers, although most by polytechnics.   
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TABLE 4: ENROLMENTS IN DIPLOMAS BY TYPE OF PROVIDER, AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND, 2000 
 
Type of provider Enrolments % 
University 6,565 16% 
Polytechnic 20,898 52% 
College of education 3,645 9% 
Wānanga 1,275 3% 
Private training establishment 7,992 20% 
TOTAL 40,375 100% 
 
Source: Ministry of Education 2001, New Zealand’s tertiary education sector report: profile 
and trends 2000, p 105 table 3.1: number of formal students by type of provider and level of 
qualification, July 2000. 
 
 
Some 23% of Aotearoa New Zealand enrolments in degrees are in institutions other than 
universities.   
 
TABLE 5: ENROLMENTS IN DEGREES BY TYPE OF PROVIDER, AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND, 2000 
 
Type of provider Enrolments % 
University 85,606 77% 
Polytechnic 16,853 15% 
College of education 7,331 7% 
Wānanga 450 0% 
Private training establishment 1,055 1% 
TOTAL 111,295 100% 
 
Source: Ministry of Education 2001, New Zealand’s tertiary education sector report: profile 
and trends 2000, p 105 table 3.1: number of formal students by type of provider and level of 
qualification, July 2000. 
 
 
The Aotearoa New Zealand government funds providers for the number of students they enrol 
in each major discipline group at each program level.  With the exception of the high-cost 
programs of medicine, dentistry, veterinary science and large animal science, the funding 
system has been demand-driven or open-access.  The system is neutral by mode of delivery, 
provider type, type of student and location of the provider.  Thus a diploma student, for 
example, is funded or subsidised at the same level irrespective of whether they are enrolled in 
a university, polytechnic or private training establishment (Funding Category Review 
Working Group nd, 2).  So while there is a clear sectoral demarcation of qualifications in 
Aotearoa New Zealand, the roles of universities and polytechnics are not as clearly 
demarcated as those of Australia’s universities and vocational education and training 
institutions.   
 
 
 
 
 7 
 
In North America – most Canadian provinces and all US states – the sub baccalaureate 
tertiary qualification is the 2-year associate degree in arts or sciences.  With a few exceptions 
they are offered only by non baccalaureate-granting tertiary education institutions, now most 
commonly known as 2-year or community colleges.  Students who complete an associate 
degree with an acceptable grade point average can transfer to a 4-year degree at a 
baccalaureate-granting university or college, and depending on the content of their associate 
degree, with credit towards their baccalaureate.  In most North American jurisdictions there 
are strong transfer arrangements between the associate degrees offered by 2-year colleges and 
the baccalaureates offered by 4-year colleges and higher institutions, and these are required by 
law (‘mandated’) by the more closely coordinated states such as California, Colorado and 
Texas.  Associate degrees are therefore understood to be higher education qualifications and 
in almost all jurisdictions 2-year colleges are categorised as a segment of higher education 
which also offers ‘terminal’ or vocational qualifications and general post compulsory 
education, for which the closest Australian analogy is adult education. 
 
TABLE 4: QUALIFICATIONS BY TERTIARY EDUCATION SEGMENT, NORTH AMERICA 
 
Segment/qualification Institutional type 
Higher education  
Doctorate Research university 
Masters 
Comprehensive and 
research universities 
Baccalaureate 
4-year college and 
comprehensive and 
research universities 
Associate degree Community college 
Vocational and general 
education 
 
Diploma Community college 
Certificate Community college 
 
 
The sectoral distinctions in the United Kingdom are more familiar to an Australian observer, 
but interestingly the unequivocally higher education qualifications of the ordinary 
baccalaureate and foundation degree are offered by colleges of further education under 
licence or ‘franchise’ to a collaborating university or consortium of institutions as well as by 
universities in their own right (HEFCE 2001a, 4).  Furthermore, following the adoption of the 
recommendation of the Dearing Committee, all higher education programs offered by 
colleges of further education in England are now funded by the Higher Education Funding 
Council for England.  This covers all first degree, postgraduate, higher national diploma and 
certificate, diploma of higher education and certificate of education programs offered by 
colleges of further education (HEFCE 2001b). 
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TABLE 5: QUALIFICATIONS BY TERTIARY EDUCATION SECTOR, UK 
 
Level/qualification Institutional type 
Higher education  
Doctorate University 
Masters degree, 
postgraduate certificate, 
postgraduate diploma 
University 
Honours degree, 
graduate certificate, 
graduate diploma 
University 
Ordinary degree, 
foundation degree, 
higher national diploma 
University and 
college of further education 
Higher national certificate College of further education 
Further education  
Various vocational 
certificates and diplomas 
College of further education 
 
 
The proportions differ in different provinces and states, but in North America associate 
degrees typically comprise from 10% to 30% of total higher education load.  Some 11% of 
higher education load in England and 27% of higher education load in Scotland is taken in 
colleges of further education (Parry & Thompson 2002).  We have noted that in Aotearoa 
New Zealand 23% of degree enrolments are in institutions other than universities.  If 
diplomas were considered higher education qualifications a further 16% of Aotearoa New 
Zealand higher education enrolments would be in institutions other than universities.  If 
diplomas and advanced diplomas were considered part of higher education in Australia, 15% 
of higher education load would be taken in vocational education and training institutions. 
 
TABLE 6:  VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING INSTITUTIONS’ SHARE OF HIGHER 
EDUCATION ENROLMENTS, SELECTED JURISDICTIONS 
 
Jurisdiction % 
Aotearoa New Zealand 23 – 39% 
Australia 15% 
Canada 10-30% 
England 11% 
Scotland 27% 
USA 10-30% 
 
 
Thus the role of vocational education and training providers in delivering higher education, 
while considered anomalous in Australia, is standard and well accepted in other jurisdictions, 
and is extensive in some.  The main but by no means exclusive vehicle for this role is the 
senior sub baccalaureate tertiary qualification called variously a higher diploma or a qualified 
(associate, foundation, ordinary) degree.  Such programs are known generically as short-cycle 
higher education (Furth 1973:14).   
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I suggest the first step in re-examining the structure of tertiary education in Australia is to 
recognise a distinctive type of higher education, short-cycle higher education.  The question 
for Australia becomes not whether vocational education and training should offer associate or 
full degrees and whether these qualifications should be classified as vocational education and 
training, but the extent of any role that vocational education and training might have in short-
cycle higher education.  This leads to questioning the unusually deep organisational 
segregation of the sectors in Australia. 
 
 
Sectoral divide 
 
With the exception of the ambiguously located diplomas and advanced diplomas, almost all 
Australian vocational educational and training is provided by institutions that provide only 
vocational education and training, responsibility for financing and coordinating vocational 
education and training is mostly with State and Territory governments, students pay tuition 
fees up front and the curriculum is based on competencies specified in national training 
packages.  Conversely, almost all higher education is provided by institutions that provide 
only higher education, the Commonwealth has primary responsibility for financing and 
coordinating higher education (again exclusive of diplomas and advanced diplomas taken in 
vocational education and training institutions), fees are mostly collected through an income-
contingent loans scheme and higher education’s curriculum is based largely on content set 
mostly by self-accrediting institutions. 
 
The sectors’ different financing, student fee and organisational arrangements cause a host of 
anomalies between students studying diplomas and advanced diplomas in vocational 
education and training institutions and students studying the same qualifications and lower 
levels of bachelors degrees in higher education institutions with which they overlap.  As the 
minister’s overview paper for the Commonwealth’s review of higher education observes, 
students pay different fees under different arrangements and with different levels of subsidy 
by different levels of government depending on whether they are studying in a vocational 
education and training or higher education institution (Nelson 2002, para 81).   
 
While each of these differences individually is not so great and can be worked around, in 
aggregate they entrench a separation of the sectors which may partly protect vocational 
education and training from higher education’s periodic encroachment, but they also limit 
vocational education and training institutions’ role.  The segregation of vocational education 
and training and higher education also causes difficulties for any government that seeks to 
develop an integrated series of offerings between the sectors, as the Commonwealth argued in 
its discussion paper on the interface between higher education and vocational education and 
training (DEST, 2002a) relying on the work of Doughney (now Wheelahan) (2000).   
 
The alignment of vocational education and training’s role with its separate organisational 
arrangements leads the sector’s champions to resist harmonising organisational arrangements 
between the sectors despite obvious advantages.  Thus in its submission to the 
Commonwealth review of higher education in 2002 the Canberra Institute of Technology 
(2002, 6) argued for ‘the need to preserve different management and funding arrangements as 
the means to preserve essential differences based on government objectives, industry input, 
educational philosophy and industrial relations realities as outlined above’.  And several 
submissions to the same review from other vocational education and training interests rejected 
the extension of income contingent loans to vocational education and training despite their 
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obvious equity benefit.  (See, for example, the submission from the Australian Education 
Union (2002) and the equivocal submission from TAFE Directors Australia (2002).) 
 
The organisational division between the sectors is less distinct in the other jurisdictions we are 
considering.  While tuition fees for programs in vocational education and training institutions 
are lower than in higher education institutions, they are set within the same financing 
framework.  This is partly because the sectors are now the responsibility of the same level of 
government in these jurisdictions.  The national government is responsible for coordinating 
and financing all tertiary education sectors in Aotearoa New Zealand.  In the US state 
governments gradually took over more responsibility for financing 2-year colleges from local 
government districts from the 1980s and they are now within the same financing framework 
as 4-year colleges.  The national government has been mainly responsible for all of tertiary 
education in the UK since 1992 when it took over responsibility for financing colleges of 
further education from local government.  Greatest variability remains in curriculum 
frameworks. 
 
TABLE 7: SECTORAL DIVIDE IN AUSTRALIA AND SELECTED OVERSEAS JURISDICTIONS 
 
Jurisdiction/ 
administration 
Vocational education and 
training 
Higher education 
AOTEAROA NZ   
Providers All tertiary education institutions Most tertiary education institutions 
Financing National National 
Fees Up front and loans Up front and loans 
Curriculum Outcomes Content 
AUSTRALIA   
Providers VET-only institutions Higher ed-only institutions 
Financing States Commonwealth 
Fees Up front HECS 
Curriculum Exclusively competency-based Content 
CALIFORNIA   
Providers 2-year colleges 2-year and 4-year colleges 
Financing State Government State Government 
Fees Up front and loans Up front and loans 
Curriculum Mandated core Mandated core at junior level 
CANADA  
Providers 2-year colleges 2-year and 4-year colleges 
Financing Provinces Provinces 
Fees Up front and loans Up front and loans 
Curriculum 
Mandated in some provinces; 
unregulated in others 
Mandated in some provinces; 
unregulated in others 
ENGLAND   
Providers FE colleges FE colleges and universities 
Financing National National 
Fees Up front and loans Up front and loans 
Curriculum Largely competency-based Content 
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Other jurisdictions are therefore able to maintain sectorally distinctive curriculum frameworks 
within variously integrated organisational arrangements.  I therefore suggest a second step in 
re-examining the structure of tertiary education in Australia is to separate curriculum 
frameworks from organisational arrangements.  This opens several options for resolving the 
equivocal treatment of diplomas and advanced diplomas in Australian tertiary education. 
 
 
Discussion: options 
 
I consider five options for resolving the equivocal treatment of diplomas and advanced 
diplomas in Australian tertiary education: segregation, duplication, integration, 
systematisation of cross-sectoral enrolments, and establishment of an intermediate sector.   
 
Segregation 
 
The peak body for higher education, the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee argues for 
complete segregation of awards by sector (AVCC 2002, 57) – 
 
28. The AVCC supports the Australian Qualifications Framework being re-
formulated so that each award can be accredited through one sector only. 
This will provide a clearer delineation between the sectors based on the 
qualifications offered. 
* * * 
 
The AVCC therefore rejects approval through VET processes of bachelor 
degrees, graduate diplomas and certificates or other higher education 
awards. These are higher education qualifications and should remain so to 
avoid confusion. Likewise, those universities offering certificates have VET 
accreditation for them and are providing VET qualifications.   
 
If there is a case for additional VET awards then these should be 
established using new award titles. 
 
* * * 
 
To improve clarity concerning which awards are approved through which 
sector, it may be sensible to change the remaining dual sector awards, 
diplomas and advanced diplomas, into VET awards only, since they are 
primarily offered through VET processes, and not establish further dual 
sector awards. The existing dual sector awards reflect the historical position 
of overlap, an overlap that has substantially reduced over the past decade as 
universities have pulled back from diploma awards.   
 
 
While there is an attractive neatness in the AVCC’s proposal, the establishment of new award 
titles would further duplicate qualifications and undermine one of the key objectives of the 
Australian qualifications framework to ‘integrate and streamline the requirements of 
participating providers . . .’ (AQFAB 2002b).   
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Duplication 
 
The Australian National Training Authority, which acts as the peak body for vocational 
education and training, argues for the duplication of awards in sectors.  It describes diplomas 
and advanced diplomas as ‘dual sector’ qualifications, which it considers an ‘important 
innovation’ (ANTA 2002a, 9).  The authority later argues (ANTA 2002b, 5) – 
 
It is an important feature of the Australian Qualifications Framework that 
some qualifications can be dual-sector. This allows more than one sector 
to share a qualification title in specific instances where this is beneficial. 
Currently diploma and advanced diploma qualifications are dual-sector 
qualifications which can be awarded by universities and other higher 
education providers under higher education processes or as programs 
based on industry competencies that meet the requirements of the National 
Training Framework. These qualifications have a common set of learning 
outcomes and do not discriminate against students who have gained their 
award through the VET pathway.  
 
 
The authority opposes establishing associate degrees as a specifically higher education 
qualification and suggests in the alternative replacing the current advanced diploma or 
diploma in both sectors with the associate degree (ANTA 2002a, 10) – 
 
An impact of the introduction of an Associate Degree, which is designed 
to be a vocationally oriented sub-degree program, would be an overlap 
with two current AQF qualifications, the Diploma and Advanced 
Diploma. This would cause confusion and duplication. 
 
Further impacts of the Associate Degree for vocational education and 
training will depend upon how it is incorporated into the AQF. A higher 
education only Associate Degree could not be included in national 
Training Packages and would mean Registered Training Organisations 
could not easily provide Associate Degrees. Non self-accrediting 
providers, which potentially include Registered Training Organisations, 
would have to seek higher education registration and accreditation to 
provide the Associate Degree. This would be a costly exercise for 
Registered Training Organisations. The preferred approach is a dual sector 
qualification. Adding an Associate Degree into the current set of 
qualifications in the AQF could create both crowding and confusion. One 
solution to keeping arrangements simple and equitable is to replace the 
current Advanced Diploma or Diploma in both sectors with the Associate 
Degree. 
 
 
This may have some rationale were programs substantially different in each sector, but 
diplomas and advanced diplomas are described almost identically in the Australian 
qualifications framework (AQFAB 2002a, 37), and I doubt whether prospective students 
recognise any difference between the sectors’ diplomas and advanced diplomas except by 
extension from the differences they perceive in the institutions offering them. 
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Integration 
 
Another way of removing the inconsistent treatment of diplomas and advanced diplomas 
would be to harmonise the financing, coordination and other arrangements for vocational 
education and training and higher education, and this is argued by Wheelahan (2001).  This 
would require both a restructuring of federal responsibilities for tertiary education comparable 
to the Commonwealth’s assumption of full responsibility for financing the advanced 
education and university sectors in 1974, and at the same time a recasting of the sectors which 
would be more extensive than the abolition of the higher education binary divide in 1988.  
Such an undertaking would be too ambitious to attempt in one step, even were the sectoral 
divide such a major problem as to require fundamental reform, and even were it the highest 
priority in Australian tertiary education.   
 
Systematise cross-sectoral enrolments 
 
A fourth option would be to follow North America and the UK in systematising cross-sectoral 
enrolments by designating diplomas and advanced diplomas as short-cycle higher education, 
but leave them as the main responsibility of the non baccalaureate granting institutions, 
vocational education and training institutions in Australia.  This would require Australia to 
decouple the institutional and programmatic designations of the sectors (Moodie 2002), but as 
we have seen, they were joined only relatively recently in Australia.  Thus, less than 15 years 
ago Stevenson (1988, 132) was still able to argue that ‘since higher education is usually 
defined to include associate diploma and diploma courses, such a definition is not exclusive 
of the courses presently offered in TAFE, the types of courses historically offered by TAFE, 
or the courses which the community will continue to demand from TAFE in the future’.   
 
This option would also require vocational education and training to manage higher 
education’s student fees and financing arrangements for short-cycle higher education, but this 
is not as radical a change from vocational education and training’s current practices as may at 
first seem.  Australian vocational education and training already manages multiple student fee 
and financing arrangements: for programs sponsored by employers, for apprenticeships 
financed by government through so-called ‘user choice’, for students financed through labour 
market programs, for international students, for domestic fee-paying students, as well as for 
students funded through the State or Territory government’s main student fee and financing 
arrangements.   
 
Intermediate sector: higher vocational education 
 
A fifth option for removing the anomalies in the sectors’ treatment of diplomas and advanced 
diplomas would be to remove the overlap in the sectors’ responsibilities for the qualifications.  
This is rarely if ever done in Anglophone jurisdictions.  But it has been achieved in bilingual 
Quebec, which neatly places its general and vocational colleges (collège d’enseignement 
général et professionnel) distinctively between secondary and higher education.  In Quebec it 
is not possible to proceed from school to university without first completing the CEGEP’s 
diploma of collegial studies (diplôme d’études collégiales) which normally takes 2 years full 
time after completing the secondary school diploma (Quebec 2001).   
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TABLE 8: STANDARD PROGRESSION THROUGH QUEBEC’S EDUCATIONAL LEVELS 
 
Qualification Institution 
Doctorate University 
Masters University 
Baccalaureate University 
Diploma of collegial studies General and vocational college 
Secondary school diploma Secondary school 
 
 
Such an arrangement could be achieved in Australia by making the intermediate sector the 
exclusive responsibility of one of the sectors.  Alternatively, diplomas and advanced diplomas 
could be changed from a site of duplication, overlap and competition between sectors and 
levels of government to a site of shared qualifications, responsibility and financing between 
the sectors and governments.  This could be done by reconceptualising the qualifications as 
neither specifically vocational education and training nor specifically higher education, but as 
a new level of higher vocational education shared by both sectors.  The new level could have 
curriculum, financing, fee and administrative arrangements which acted as a bridge to ease 
transition between the sectors. 
 
This option has the disadvantage of establishing yet another set of organisational 
arrangements, neither specifically vocational education and training nor higher education.  A 
new machinery would have to be established to negotiate and manage the cooperative 
arrangements, and since it would have to be negotiated by the Commonwealth and all State 
and Territory governments, it is likely to be complicated and cumbersome. 
 
Nothing 
 
Finally, government could do nothing, or more likely, continue fiddling at the margins.  This 
would be a sensible option notwithstanding the Commonwealth’s attempt to problematise the 
relations between the sectors in its Crossroads review of higher education in 2002.  There is 
no good measure of the extent of transfer between the sectors.  It is reasonable to infer that 
transfers from vocational education and training to higher education are from the 7% of 
students commencing bachelor courses who are admitted on the basis of a TAFE qualification 
to the 14% of commencing bachelor students who have an advanced diploma, diploma or 
other TAFE qualification upon entry (DEST 2002a).  Even were transfers towards the top of 
that range, the volume of boundary problems would be small, or at least readily manageable 
within current arrangements.  At least five times the number of students transfer from higher 
education to vocational education and training (DEST 2002a, 8) but as the AVCC (2002, 57) 
observes, the Commonwealth ‘is strangely hesitant about this issue’.  While duplication is 
untidy and appears inefficient, the sectors’ duplication of diplomas and advanced diplomas is 
well within acceptable or at least tolerable bounds. 
 
The boundary problems would multiply were vocational education and training institutions to 
offer the currently distinctively higher education qualifications of bachelor or graduate 
certificate or diploma.  But these could be managed when and if they emerge as a problem, 
rather than anticipated in the abstract in advance. 
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Conclusion: short-cycle higher education 
 
Writing soon after the gradual erosion and then dissolution of the former binary divide of 
higher education into universities and colleges of advanced education, Jakupec and Roantree 
(1993, 163) predicted with disarming prescience – 
 
It is inevitable that a new binary system will emerge because the 
universities within the unified national system will, quite rightly, pursue the 
role of universities as it is understood in the international forum, and the 
gaps left behind by the colleges of advanced education will have to be 
filled.  It remains to be seen if the new binary system will be comprised of 
universities and TAFE, or universities and a new breed of institutions such 
as (pre-Martin) institutes of technology or as yet to be established 
polytechnics, with TAFE confirming its identity as a market specific skill 
provider. 
 
 
In the event a new type of institution was not established, and this seems most unlikely now.  
And yet vocational education and training is currently largely confined to being a market 
specific skill provider (ANTA 2002a, 4).  This leaves a gap in higher education at the level of 
diploma and advanced diploma.  We have seen that higher education institutions are 
continuing to reduce their already small student load in diplomas and advanced diplomas, 
which is now about 1% of all higher education student load.  We have also seen that higher 
education institutions have made very little use of their currently unique higher education 
qualification at the same level, the associate degree.  Student load in associate degrees was a 
trivial 0.2% of total higher education student load in 2001, and even that was 4% less than in 
2000. 
 
I suggested that the first step in re-examining the structure of tertiary education in Australia is 
to recognise a distinctive type of higher education at the level of diploma and advanced 
diploma, short-cycle higher education.  The question for Australia becomes not whether 
vocational education and training should offer associate or full degrees and whether these 
qualifications should be classified as vocational education and training, but the extent of any 
role that vocational education and training might have in short-cycle higher education.  Since 
higher education institutions are withdrawing their already very small involvement in short-
cycle higher education, vocational education and training institutions seem the obvious 
candidates to fill the gap.  We have noted that vocational education and training students in 
diploma level programs and above have different characteristics to the sector’s other students, 
many of them closer to the characteristics of higher education students.  This suggests that 
vocational education and training is at least to some extent already filling the gap. 
 
This leads to questioning the unusually deep organisational segregation of the sectors in 
Australia.  Separating curriculum frameworks from organisational arrangements opens several 
options for resolving the equivocal treatment of diplomas and advanced diplomas in 
Australian tertiary education and opens a new and broader role for vocational education and 
training institutions in providing short-cycle higher education.  This in turn would greatly 
improve access to higher education for people distant from a comprehensive higher education 
campus and it has the potential to improve access to senior higher education institutions. 
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